76            EDUCATION WITH A TRADITION
They are charming letters, fresh, amusing, and fall of
life; nor is the serious note wanting. Indeed, the high
level of conversation at St. Cyr, as revealed to us in the
Entretiens, shows that literary and historical problems were
by no means foreign to the pupils. Madame has had to
ask at times that the girls may be restrained in their literary
effortsl as well as in their dramatic activities. They were at
one moment, apparently, as enthusiastic about writing Des
Proverbes and Des Conversations after the manner of the time,
as about acting " Esther " or " Athalie " before the Court.
Nevertheless, we do not find the intellectual side of education
much stressed in theory. Madame advocates solid spiritual
reading: St. Paul, Rodriguez, St. Francis of Sales, Thomas
a-Kempis; but to one at least among the nuns she laments
the avidity with which women run after books : " How
much better to confine oneself to five or six well-known
volumes. Reading does more harm to our curious and
light-minded sex than is always realised." We must
remember that this was the age of Moliere and Fenelon,
and that a strong reaction was setting all minds against the
learned woman.
If her girls were not to learn much from books, however,
they were to be formed and educated by the conversation
of cultured people. La conversation inte'ressante et polie,
which is still a subject taught (with much advantage) to
French children, was among the most important elements
of life at St. Cyr.
Those conversations fill volumes, and even to-day they
have a fascination. Let us take a topic at random, the art
of reflecting. " To reflect is to think continuously and with
attention upon any subject." How little we weigh and
ponder over what we see and hear 1 How mentally lazy
1 l^ettres et Bnfretiftist vol. i, p. joS.